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My talk will address research in child-robot interactions in the particular
context of autism therapy. As part of the Aurora project (http://www.aurora-
project.com/), we have been using since 1997 different robot designs,
ranging from mobile platforms to humanoids, in order to encourage children
with autism to play. I will argue that play is an important part of every child’s
life, and has at least three key aspects:
a) enjoyment, which in itself can contribute to the quality of life of children
with special needs, 
b) learning, where children learn in a constructive manner through play,
ranging from object manipulation to pretend and imaginative play, and,
last but not least 
c) social interaction and communication whereby robots can take the role
of mediators helping a child to make contact to other children or adults. 
The role of the robot as a social mediator between the child and other
people has been one particular focus of recent work in the Aurora project
and also plays a key element in the European project IROMEC. My talk will
discuss different types of children’s play and how this may be addressed in
scenarios involving children and robots. I will survey our research in the
Aurora project with children with autism and emphasize how the robot may
encourage social interaction skills, imitation and joint attention in children
with autism. The talk will highlight achievements, challenges and limitations
of the work that need to be addressed in future work.
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